ABSTRACT
Introduction
Human resource professionals needed to function strategically. To play more critical roles more effectively, HR professional must master the necessary competencies, and that mastery of HR knowledge comes only from being familiar with the concepts, language, logic, and practices of HR that are the result of research and training. Furthermore, mastery of the above abilities comes from being able to apply the knowledge within specific business settings [1] .
Nowadays, competencies are used in many facets of human resource management, ranging from individual functions such as recruitment and performance management to organizational strategic planning and design of organizational structure and culture. HR competencies are said to be a set of characteristics contributing to the effective HR performance that enables an organization to carry out its business strategies in a competitive market. However, many HR executives are not invited to the strategic planning table because they have failed to display the required competencies [2] . In fact, it is suggested that the competency level of the HR manager has an influence on whether he or she is able to get into the executive board chamber [3] .
Review of the Literature
There are several major studies available on HR competencies [4] . One study surveys 3000 HR professionals, consultants, line executives and academicians. That study reports that line executives thought that computer literacy was the most critical HR competence; while academicians argue that a broad knowledge of and a clear vision for HR were the most important issues, and consultants believe that ability to change things is the most important factor in the excellent or HR performance. Another study, examining 300 HR professionals from various sectors, establishes a set of core HR competencies consisting of leadership style, management intuition, functional abilities and personal attributes [5] . One of HR competency surveys suggests that HR professionals needed to be more knowledgeable about financial management, external competition and customer demands [6] .
The survey data of the Human Resource Competency Study (HRCS) were collected in 2003 under the initiative of the University of Michigan. The study was carried out online (web-based). The respondents of the European HRCS were HR professionals and line managers of multinational companies located in Europe [7] . In this survey, five domain factors emerged as making a difference in terms of performance. The domains are as follows: 1) Strategic Contribution High-performing companies have HR professionals involved in the business at a strategic level. These HR professionals manage the culture, facilitate rapid change, and are involved in the strategic decision making and create market-driven connectivity of the operation [7] . In this competency area, culture management, rapid change efforts, and a business partner role along with customer focus emerged as important factors for HR professionals, Copyright © 2008 SciRes JSSM making their impact on their organizations' financial performance significant [8] .
2) Personal Credibility HR professionals must be credible to both their HR counterparts and the business line managers whom they serve. They need to promise and deliver results and establish a reliable track record. Furthermore, working well with others by building good relationship is vital in developing the ability to work together with others effectively. In addition, HR professionals must have effective writing and verbal communication skills [7] . The findings of the study by [7] correspond with the prior research of [9] , who found that that the personnel directors require professional competence in social skills to develop effective interpersonal relations with other board directors. This is one of the competencies of personal credibility.
3) HR Delivery HR professionals deliver both traditional and operational HR activities to their business in four major categories. First, by designing developmental programs and challenging work experiences. This is done by offering career planning services, and facilitating internal communication processes. These efforts include both individual development as well as organisation-wide development. Second, by structuring and HR measurement: restructuring the organisation, measuring impact of HR practices, and managing global implications of HR practices. Third, by attracting, promoting, retaining, and out-placing appropriate people. Finally, by performance management in terms of designing performance-based measurements and reward systems and providing competitive benefit packages [7] .
4) Business Knowledge
To become key players in the organisation, HR professionals must understand the business or industry of the company they serve. Key areas of knowledge include applied understanding of the integrated value chain (how the firm horizontally integrates) and the firm's value proposition (how the firm creates wealth). The labour factor, representing institutional constraints such as labour legislation, is the third factor that constitutes the domain of business knowledge [7] . Human resources professionals must understand how their business or agency operates. This includes the organization's strategy, how the organization makes money or achieves its primary purpose, its technological processes and organizational capabilities, etc. [10] . 5) HR Technology HR professionals need to be able to leverage technology for HR practices and use e-HR/web-based channels to deliver value to their customers [12] . [12] further argues that the pace of technological innovation will continue to accelerate. HR can take advantage of these changes by automating HR processes and becoming more effective in communicating with its internal /external customers. More importantly, by absorbing the latest technology, HR can project a forward looking image that will help it earn the respect of skeptical colleagues. According to a recent survey by Society for Human Resource Management, the top workplace trend identified was technology [12] .
The Relationship between HR Competencies and a Firm's Performance
Researchers in the field of strategic human resource management have emphasized that human resource practices may lead to higher firm performance and be sources of sustained competitive advantages [13] . Competing in today's tumultuous global economy provides additional challenges to the HR function in creating the expected value to create and sustain competitive advantages. To function effectively, HR professionals must master the necessary competencies, and that mastery of HR knowledge comes from knowing the concepts, language, logic, research, and practices of HR [1] . Furthermore, mastery of these abilities comes from being able to apply that knowledge to specific business settings.
[14] have convincingly argued that HR professionals need to become more effective strategic business partners. [15] argue further that HR professionals must make the transition from being strategic business partners to becoming contributors in their organizations. Several studies have shown a positive relationship between certain HR competencies and firm performance [7, 13, 16, 17, 18] have stated that there is an emerging group of human resource professionals who see the opportunity to turn human capital strategy into a long-term competitive advantage. They observe that in the 1990s there was a wake-up call for the human resource profession. More than ever, organizations now seek greater creativity and productivity from people. Part of the strategy in being creative and maximizing productivity is to possess the necessary competencies for enabling these outcomes.
The research by Brockbank [1] showed that HR activities positively impact business performance by approximately 10% (defined as the financial performance of the business over the last three years compared to its major competitors). Strategic contribution accounts for 43 percent of HR total impact on business performance which is almost twice the impact of any other domain. These are all reasons why competencies are being discussed by academicians and practitioners alike as ways of creating sustainable competitive advantages.
A study by [7] indicates the domain of strategic contribution is positively correlated with financial competitiveness, while the domain of HR technology is negatively correlated with this performance outcome. This is not completely in line with the global HRCS findings. In the Europe, the study found only one domain (strategic contribution) to be positively related to financial competitiveness, in contrast to the global results that suggest four out of five domains to be positively linked to finan- 
Relationship between HR Competencies and Success Factors of HR Profession
In this study, researcher wanted to see if there are any impact on HR professionals' competencies with selected success factors like the working experience, education level, firm's size and salary. [17] study found that salary was significantly related to years of HR experience as well as to self-rated competency in six of the competency areas. The six competency area are delivering HR, technical competence, managing change, understanding business, strategic contribution and accounting. Interestingly, although experience was related to self-ratings of competencies in six areas, education was not related to any of the self-ratings of competence. This result contradicts with [19] study which found that education level of the HR practitioners does influence their competencies. [19] further claim that leading companies, such as General Electric and Amoco, seek entry-level HR/IR practitioners who have the capacity to become strategic business partners and align themselves with the other functions to ensure organizational success. Specifically, those who seek admittance to General Electric's prestigious HR management development program must possess a graduate degree or bachelor's degree from a reputable HR/IR program [20] .
[17] study shows the various relationships existing among the core HR strategies, factors leading to improvement in the competencies, impact of education and the competencies on compensation, and the relationship between education and the respective competencies. The results provide a reminder to HR professionals of the value of graduate degrees and other means of developing higher levels of HR technical competence, understanding the benefits of accounting, marketing, and other different functional areas in effectively developing and implementing HR strategies. By understanding the impact of the competencies on the various organizational practices, there could be a more directed strategy in developing expertise among HR professionals, hence, a more credible and effective function [17] .
[21] in their study mention that HR professionals working in small companies may be so focused on solving problems on a daily basis that they have no time for focusing being a strategic business partner. Customer service skills are more important to HR practitioners in large companies. HR Practitioners from small companies gave more importance to organizational skills. Anyway, no differences emerged between upper and middle level managers of their HR competencies in this study. Furthermore, upper managers described the HR department as designing, implementing, and evaluating HR strategies and programs, acting as an internal consultant, supporting line management, and being both a member of the executive management team and a strategic partner with top management. HR professionals from the manufacturing sector reported two roles that HR plays in their companies, that of change agent and outsourcer of HR programs. The study from [21] shows significant differences in the task of HR practitioners from large and small companies. Small companies reported that their HR departments monitored legal compliance and motivated employees and large companies reported that their HR department outsourced HR programs.
The Study
The purpose of this study is to attempt to understand better the Human Resource (HR) professional's competencies in the manufacturing sector of Malaysia. Furthermore, these finding will be tested in order to determine if they are linked to a firm's performance. In this research, the tool of Human Resource Competency Study (HRCS), which has been designed by Wayne [8] , will be used to assess HR competencies among the HR professionals. HR professionals need to endure and overcome many barriers to reach the ultimate goal of becoming a strategic partner in his of her organization. It is hoped that by making this examination, we will be able to develop a realistic picture of the competencies of the HR professionals in the manufacturing firms of Malaysia. Another purpose of this study is to determine the relationship between HR competencies and possible success factors of HR profession eg. experience, education level firm's size and salary.
Research Methodology

Sample
The sample employed here consists of HR professionals from Malaysian manufacturing companies. All respondents work for manufacturing companies in the southernmost state of Malaysia, Johor. These industries were chosen because of their relatively large. The list of firms in the manufacturing sector was drawn from the "FMM directory of Malaysian Manufacturers 2007." Only firms with at least 50 full-time employees were studied. This is because other studies have shown that firms with smaller employment size are less likely to have HRM departments [22] . Out of the entire list in the directory, the research focused on a sample population in the Southern region of Malaysia (State of Johor). A total of about 300 firms were included in the list for this area. The total number of firms involve in this study are 32 respondents.
The Instrument
The data collection instrument used in this research is the a quantitative methodology with a survey instrument developed based on the five competency domains and 17 competency factors identified in the Human Resource Competency Study (HRSC) [8] . To improve statistical reliability, the HR technology domain was divided into two competency factors; one was operational and one Copyright © 2008 SciRes JSSM strategic. This resulted in 18 competency factors that resided within the five competency domains. A Likert scale was used on the questionnaire with the following ratings: 1-strongly disagree, 2-disagree, 3-moderately agree, 4-agree and 5-strongly agree. The respondent was asked how well they performed the competencies identified in the HRSC. A statement describing each competency factor is listed on the questionnaire. The 18 items in the instrument are arranged in groups of five competency domain.
Firm performance was measured by the self-reported rating of the respondents concerning the indicators of financial and operational performance, sustainability of profits, staffs turnover and the opportunity for growth for staff. A Likert scale was used on the questionnaire with the same rating scale as above. However, for negative questions, the rating procedures are opposite. The respondent was asked to choose the number that accurately represented their firm's performance. There are 5 items in this section that assess a firm's performance. The research used three negative questions to ensure reliability.
No researcher can completely eliminate measurement error, but he or she can reduce it in several ways, such as by conducting a pilot study. If the measurement error is reduced, the reliability of the measurement technique is increased [23] . Therefore, a pilot study was done to test the research instrument in this study. The researcher of this study used Cronbach alpha co-efficient method for this purpose. The result of the reliability test shows that the alpha value base in each domain of the instrument is between 0.62 to 0.89. Components that are tested are strategic contribution (alpha = .89), personnel contribution (alpha value=0.67), HR delivery (alpha value=0.62), Business knowledge (alpha value=0.76), HR technology (alpha value=0.88) and firm performance (alpha value=0.86). According to [24] , any measurement instrument should have reliability value of more than 0.60. [23] stressed that a measurement instrument can be considered reliable if the results are consistent from one time to another and that the reliability value is 0.70 or greater. Therefore, from the alpha value obtained, we can conclude that the research instrument is reliable and consistent. Table 1 show that the top nine ranking HR competency factors are from the domain of personal credibility and HR delivery. The respondents' self-rated competency shows that personal communication, legal compliance, effective relationship and performance management rank above all other factors. It would follow that respondents are most competent in these areas.
Analysis
HR Professionals need to develop a relationship of trust with their clients, i.e. management team and line managers to instill confidence. These findings show positive development to the HR professionals in Malaysia because personal credibility competency is the foundation for a HR professional to become intimately involved at the strategic level in an organization once given the opportunity. Without this foundation of trust, HR Professionals may very well find themselves excluded from the strategy table. However, this study has found that respondents score lowest for strategic contribution competency. Based on competency factors in each domain, all strategic contribution factors score the lowest mean score in terms of mean ranking as shown in Table 1 . This shows that HR professionals in Malaysian manufacturing sector are extremely weak in culture management, market driven connectivity, strategic decision-making and fast change. This result is indeed a concern because HR professionals should be able to identify and implement organizational cultures that help firms win the marketplace and successfully implement business strategies. Furthermore, if HR professionals are not able to facilitate change management processes and adapt learning to new change initiatives, they would have problems working with key individuals to ensure decisions are made quickly and to ensure resources are aligned with desired changes [8] .
As shown in Table 2 , not all HR professional competencies (Strategic Contribution, Business knowledge, Personal credibility, HR delivery and HR technology) have significant correlation with a firm's performance. Competencies such as strategic contribution, business knowledge and HR technology have significant correlation with firm performance. These competences obtained Spearmen's rho value at 0.542 (p＜0.01), 0.542 (p＜0.01) and 0.373 (p＜ 0.05). However, no correlation was found between personal credibility and HR delivery in assessing This result partially supports the earlier research from [7] . While a study by [7] indicates that the domains of strategic contribution, business knowledge, personal credibility and HR delivery are positively correlated with financial competitiveness, although there is no correlation between HR technology and financial performance.
As shown in Table 3 , only two out of five HR competencies have significant correlation with independent variables. HR competencies such personal credibility has significant correlation with HR experience, education level and salary but show no correlation with the firm's size. Business knowledge competencies have significant correlation with all success factors (HR experience, education level, firm's size and salary).
The findings from this section is supported by the study from [17] that indicates that salary was significantly related to competency such as understanding business knowledge. [17] study also shows that the impact of education and the competencies on compensation. The result provide a reminder to HR professionals of the value of education level such as graduate degrees developing higher levels of HR technical competence, understanding the benefits of accounting, marketing, and other different functional areas in effectively developing and implementing HR strategies. This study also indicates that HR experience is significantly related to HR competencies such as delivering HR, strategic contribution, understanding the business and technical competence. 
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The study from [19] show significant differences in the task of HR practitioners from large and small companies (firm's size). Small companies reported that their HR departments monitored legal compliance (one of the factors in the competency of HR delivery) and large companies reported that their HR department outsourced HR programs. However, this result could not be supported by this research as no significant relationship was found between firm's size and HR delivery. [14] have argued that HR professionals need to become more effective strategic business partners. [25] argue further that HR professionals must transition from being strategic business partners to becoming contributors in organizations. Given that numerous studies have shown a positive relationship between strategic HRM practices and firm performance, this study sought to identify the competencies needed for HR professionals to become effective business partners and contributor in organizations.
Discussion
As [26] have shown strategic contribution, personal credibility, HR delivery, business knowledge, and HR technology are all pivotal to HR being effective business partners and players. This study enabled readers to determine the various relationships existing among the core HR strategies, factors leading to improvement in the competencies, impact of education and the competencies on compensation, and the relationship between education and the respective competencies. The results provide a reminder to HR professionals of the value of graduate degrees and other means of developing higher levels of HR technical competence, understanding the benefits of accounting, marketing, and other different functional areas in effectively developing and implementing HR strategies. By understanding the impact of the competencies on the various organizational practices, there could be a more directed strategy in developing expertise among HR professionals, hence, a more credible and effective function.
The findings of this study support notions of [17] and Becker et al. [27] who emphatically stated the need for metrics as a core component of the HR strategy. Although there are many positive results for the HR profession in general from this study, there are clearly many areas that are lacking. To be a true strategic partner and player, HR professionals and other executives of organizations must focus on developing the critical competencies necessary to enhance HR effectiveness and hence maximization of shareholder value.
HR professionals need to be proactive and flexible in their mind set. They should not think that they play only a supportive role but also their contribution can give impact to an organization performance. One major finding of this study is that HR professionals often lack the competencies related to business. It is clearly shown that competency such as culture management, market driven connectivity, strategic decision making, rapid adaptability, value-chain knowledge and HR technological know-how are lacking and are among the weakest abilities of a HR professionals in the Malaysian manufacturing sector.
Conclusions
The findings of this research show that HR professional in the manufacturing companies of the southern region of Malaysia are lacking in business related human resource competencies. This is one of the main barriers to be surmounted if local HR professional are to become strategic partners in their organizations. As this study has shown, these competencies contribute to a firm's effective performance. Therefore, it is vital for HR professional to possess the right competency to improve overall firm's productivity and performance. Furthermore, they must take initiative to excel in many area especially knowledge beyond HR practices. This may be the only road to success for all HR profession in the future.
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